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The Navajo Histories:
The Surveys of the Navajo Past
WILLIAM H. LYON

No less than thirteen general histories have been written about the
Navajos. Not all of these surveys of The People's past are of equal
quality and coverage. Much Navajo history writing has an Anglo cast
and is based on Anglo sources. Recently, however, historians have
attempted to view Navajo history through Navajo eyes.
History did not come early for the Navajos. Most of the literature,
beginning in 1880, concentrated on social and religious descriptions,
and avoided history. From our vantage point in the late twentieth
century, we can see that in those early days a genre of descriptive
literature developed, based on firsthand observations of the Navajos
as seen. by academicians and laypersons. History surveys were not
written until 1938, one that was intended for the internal use of the
Indian Service, and another that began as an extended series of articles
in the New Mexico Historical Review. By the 1960s, Navajo history flourished, written by scholars and nonacademics alike.
Unlike other tribal histories that have generally concentrated on
federal-Indian relations, one-dimensional studies that stress the external history of the group, an internal history of the Navajos (and Hopis)
could be reconstructed. Significant remnants of their culture survived
William H. Lyon is professor emeritus of history in Northern Arizona University.
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in the 1930s and 1940s, and do so even today, whereas most Indian
societies elsewhere were so assimilated by the white man's culture that
scholars could not exhaustively study their aboriginal culture. Unfortunately, all documentary sources for the Navajos are in English; reliance on folk memory or oral statements for an internal view of the
Navajos creates problems of accuracy for the historian. Still, a history
of the Navajos and Hopis offers unique advantages to the historian
and anthropologist.
Some brief, even superficial accounts were written before the larger
studies were published. In 1909 Oscar Lipps wrote The Navajos, a very
slender volume of general Navajo history, the first such work the reading public enjoyed. Dane and Mary Roberts Coolidge published The
Navajo Indians in 1930, based on their extensive travels in the Southwest,
and their acquaintance with Navajo scholarship of that time. They
included a significant amount of history based on Navajo informants
and Anglo scholarship in their work. More significantly, Clyde Kluckhohn and Dorothea Leighton included a chapter on Navajo history in'
their synthesis of Navajo culture, entitled The Navaho, published in
1946. 1
One historian, Frank Reeve, has indeed written a history of the
Navajos, not between the covers of a book, but in a series of articles
in the New Mexico Historical Review from 1937 to 1971. Reeve died in
1967, but editorial friends published the last article in the series after
his death. When put together, these articles over a period of thirtyfour years-based on his dissertation at the University of Texas-constitute an exhaustive history of the Navajos up to the 1880s. Based on
solid archival research, but not on fieldwork, these pieces could well
be reprinted as a separate history publication, marred only by turgid
writing style. One of Reeve's discoveries was a Navajo-Spanish period
1. Oscar H. Lipps, Little Histories of North American Indians: The Navajos (Cedar
Rapids, Iowa: Torch Press, 1909); Dane Coolidge and Mary Roberts Coolidge, The Navajo
Indians (Boston, Massachusetts: Houghton Mifflin, 1930); Evelyn S. Cooper, "The Old
West Photography of Dane Coolidge," Arizona Highways 44 (June 1988), 16-21; Owen
Ulph, "A Dedication to the Memory of Dane Coolidge, 1873-1940," Arizona and the West
23 (Spring 1981), 1-4; Statements in the Dane Coolidge Collection, Special Collections,
University of Arizona Library. Clyde Kluckhohn and Dorothea Leighton, The Navaho
(Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard College, 1946). J would also call attention to the
brief survey of history in James F. Downs, The Navajo (New York: Holt, Rinehart and
Winston, 1972), and also to the very brief accounts by Henry F. Dobyns and Robert C.
Euler, The Navajo Indians (Phoenix, Arizona: Indian Tribal Series, 1977). Also, Robert
Roessel prepared a photographic history, Pictorial History of the Navajo from 1860 to 1910
(Rough Rock, Arizona: Navajo Curriculum Center, Rough Rock Demonstration School,
1980). We await a scholarly essay on the many photographers of the Navajos.
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Frank Reeve, author of a series of
articles on the Navajos. The series
was published in the New Mexico

Historical Review.

of peace between 1720 and 1770, demonstrating that unrelenting warfare did not prevail throughout the contact period, as was previously
.
supposed. 2
Comparing the historian Reeve with other anthropologist-historians of the Navajos illustrates the different approaches the two groups
of scholars might take. Historians rarely rely on fieldwork (or folk
memory), living intimately with their subjects as anthropologists do,
nor are they so captivated with the genius of a folk life. Hence, historians hold themselves more aloof from their subjects, they approach
the topic with more objectivity, and perhaps run the risk of being
labeled unsympathetic. Reeve portrays Hispano-Anglo policy as con2. Frank Reeve's articles are cited in narrative order, not publication order. All
articles appeared in the N= Mexico Historical Revi= (hereafter cited as NMHR). Frank
Reeve, "Early Navajo Geography," NMHR 31 (October 1956), 290-309; "Seventeenth
Century Navaho-Spanish Relations," NMHR 32 (January 1957), 36-52; "Navaho-Spanish
Wars, 1680-1720," NMHR 33 (July 1958), 205-31; "The Navaho-Spanish Peace: 1720s-1770s," NMHR34 (January 1959), 9-40; "Navaho-Spanish Diplomacy, 1770-1790," NMHR
35 (July 1960), 200-235; "Navaho-Foreign Affairs, 1795-1846," Part I NMHR 46 (April
1971), 100-132; "Navaho Foreign Affairs, 1795-1846," Part II NMHR 46 (July 1971), 22251; "The Government and the Navaho, 1846-1858," NMHR 14 (January 1939), 82-114;
"The Federal Indian Policy in New Mexico-The Navaho, 1858-1862" NMHR 12 (July
1937), 223-69; "The Federal Indian Policy in New Mexico-The Bosque Redondo," NMHR
13 (January 1938), 14-49; "The Government and the Navaho, 1878-1883," NMHR 16
(July 1941), 275-312; "The Government and the Navaho, 1883-1888," NMHR 18 (January
1943), 17-51.
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Left to right: Richard Van Valkenburgh, Sally Pierce Brewer, and Jerry (last
name unknown), at a Navajo ceremonial, four miles north of Leupp, 1935.
Photograph courtesy of the Museum of Northern Arizona.

fused, intricate, and immoral, but not always unfair to the plundering,
resilient Navajos, whose strength and elan would allow them to survive
and cope with the inroads and blandishments of an alien society. Historians and anthropologists might well adopt such a model.
At the same time that Frank Reeve began his long series, Richard
Van Valkenburg/;l produced a volume, one of a series sponsored or
encouraged by the Bureau of Indian Affairs. 3 Van Valkenburgh received
his anthropological training at southwestern and California institutions, and began his career with the BIA in 1934. Much of his Navajo
work, up until his sudden death in 1957, was archaeological. In the
3. Richard Van Valkenburgh, "A Short History of the Navajo People," in Navajo
Indians m (New York: Garland Publishing, 1974); Richard Van Valkenburgh, "Dine Bikeyah" (Window Rock, Arizona: Department of the Interior, Office of Indian Affairs,
Navajo Service, 1941); "New Light on Navajo Migrations," Gallup Gazette, 1941; Robert
Young, "Richard Fowler Van Valkenburgh-1904-1957," American Antiquity 23 (April
1958), 421. Van Valkenburgh's articles are: "Blood Revenge of the Navajo," Desert Magazine 6 (October 1943), 19-23; "The Government of the Navajo," Arizona Quarterly 1
(Winter 1945), 63-73; "Tome Kearn, Friend of the Moqui," Desert Magazine 9 (July 1946),
9-12; "Last Powowof the Navajo," Desert Magazine 1 (November 1946), 4-7; "Navajo
Common Law #1," Museum Notes 9 (October 1936), 17-22; 9 (April 1937), 51-54; 10 (June
1938), 39-45; "Navajo Naat'aani," The Kiva 13 (January 1948), 14-23.
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1930s he began to realize there was a Navajo archaeology, a fact not
readily apparent since the Navajos built with ephemeral mud and tree
limbs. He compiled exhaustive lists of Navajo sacred places and geographical sites. His Dine Bikeyah of 1941 was an exhaustive gazeteer of
Navajo place names, listed in both English and Navajo terminology.
He wrote a number of pathbreaking articles often based on the remembrances of old informants.
From 1952 to 1957 Van Valkenburgh gathered data in the field on
Navajo aboriginal occupation sites for land claims against the federal
government, a work that could only add to his already impressive
expertise.
A Short History of the Navajo People appeared in 1938 at Window
Rock, asa mimeograph for the Indian Service. In 1974, the Indian
Claims Commission photocopied his History, making it more generally
available. Evidently the manuscript was broadcast over a radio station
'in Gallup. Van Valkenburgh's orthography predated the standard Young
and Morgan alphabet, but he made every effort to use Navajo terminology. He included a generous number of maps and charts. He used
no footnotes, provided a very spare bibliography, and prepared no
index.
Unlike later historians, Van Valkenburgh could rely on Navajo
informants, still alive in the 1930s, who recalled events of fifty to seventy years ago, back to the Kit Carson campaign and the Navajo Incarceration at Fort Sumner. He also consulted hitherto unused
government documents, as well as the several secondary sources then
available. Occasionally he used long quotes to make his point, and
some of his material· should be considered documentary. While he
ignored recent history, particularly the Collier years, his text covering
the years before 1900 demonstrates that historians have not learned
much Navajo history since the days that he wrote.
Unfortunately, his prose is not lucid~ The text contains a series of
short paragraphs in staccato style, and some of the paragraphs even
lack topical unity, as if he had arranged his note cards in chronological
order, and copied from them. I think it is arguable that Van Valkenburgh
did not have an overall framework in which to develop his history.
Fifteen years after Van Valkenburgh appeared, Ruth Underhill
brought forth the first of her two surveys of the Navajos. Hers were
the first published books of this kind on the Navajos. 4 Born of a wealthy
4. Biographical information of Ruth M. Underhill from James M. Ethridge and
Barbara Kopala, eds., Contemporary Authors, Volumes 1-4 (Detroit, Michigan: Gale Research Co., 1967), 951; Charles Mortiz, ed., Current Biographical Yearbook (New York: H.
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New York family, she had all the advantages her father could offer her,
bouncing around in his rich library collections, visiting the great cultural sites of Europe. She carne to anthropology in her forties, when
Ruth Benedict attracted her to Columbia where she earned a doctorate
under Franz Boas. In all she wrote nineteen books. Even though she
began her academic career in mid-life, she lived to be 101 years old,
dying in 1984, time enough to become a prolific author. Among her
other books were a general Indian history, Red Man's America (1953),
and a survey of Native American mythology, Red Man's Religion (1965).5
She performed her first fieldwork with the Papagos in centralsouthern Arizona. From this experience carne several books and novels.
She worked for the Bureau of Indian Affairs from 1934 to 1948, and it
was in the last three years, 1945 to 1948, that she gathered materials
for her Navajo history. Like Van Valkenburgh, Underhill prepared her
first book on the Navajos for use in the Indian Service. It was entitled
Here Come the Navaho! (1953). It has a rich harvest of photographs and
drawings, and a reliance on Navajo informants, although hers did not
go back as far as Van Valkenburgh's. Appendixes contain information
on the Athabascan language, signers of the Navaho Treaty of 1868, a
list of agents and superintendents from 1851 to 1949, and a roster of
reservation hospitals. There is no index.
Growing tired of the endless sojourns to reservations, Underhill
retired from the Indian Service in 1948 and took up teaching and research duties at the University of Denver. Using the same sources as
she used for Here Come the Navaho! she now wrote The Navajos for the
University of Oklahoma Press in 1956. (Incidentally, she claimed in The
Navajos that Here Come the Navaho! was written for children! [po X])6
Underhill's major theme in The Navajos was the conceptof Renewal
or Beginning. The Navajos' First Beginning occurred at Gobernador
Canyon, in northwestern New Mexico, a little east of Farmington.
Interestingly, this section of her book presents Navajo myth as a key
to Navajo history, and overlooks the transforming influences of the
W. Wilson Co., 1984), 480; and Marjorie Dent Condee, ed., Current Biography: Who's
News and Why, 1954 (New York: H. W. Wilson Co., 1954), 617-19. The two books of
Underhill's examined here are: Here Come the Navaho! (Lawrence, Kansas: Haskell Indian
Institute, 1953); The Navajos (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1956).
5. Ruth Underhill, Red Man's America: A History of Indians in the 'United States (Chicago, Illinois: University of Chicago Press, 1953); Red Man's Religion: Beliefs and Practices
of the Indians North of Mexico (Chicago, Illinois: University of Chicago Press, 1965).
6. During the 1940s anthropologists sought to standardize the use of "h" in the
spelling of Navajo, but in 1969 the Navajo Tribal Council approved the use of "j" instead.
Underhill made the switch in her second book.
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riverine Pueblos on Navajo life. Probably Underhill's exposition, while
significant~ demonstrates the difficulties of u~ilizing myth as a historical
source. Much of Navajo myth was borrowed from the Pueblos and
would not be a clue to Athabascan origins.
The Spanish introduction of sheep and horses marked the Second
Beginning. In this same era, Pueblo influences grew stronger-learning
by marriage, when Pueblo refugees fled their Spanish masters after
the Reconquest to live with the Navajos. Later in the eighteenth century, the Navajos achieved an independence, as they separated from
the Pueblos and moved west toward Canyon de Chelly to become a
People in their own right.
The chapter entitled "Lords of the Soil" is subtitled "The Heyday
of Banditry," and neglects Navajo agriculture, as the title suggests, but
treats devastating Navajo raids upon Pueblo and Hispanic communities. The Second Beginning extends over a long and diverse period of
time, and includes a century and a half of Spanish contact, the coming
of the Americans in 1846, and the captivity at Fort Sumner.
The Third Beginning occurred whim the Navajos returned to their
old homeland in 1868. This Beginning features the influence of government agents, of traders, whom she calls Navajo shoguns, 'and of
educators, and in this section she carries the history of the Navajos
down through the Great Depression, World War II, and the unhappy
postwar period. However, no mention is made of the highly significant
Navajo-Hopi Long Range Rehabilitiation Act of 1950, or ofTermination,
or of the special Navajo education projects of the late 1940s and 1950s.
In the first printing Underhill identified three Beginnings. She
added a chapter entitled "The Fourth Beginning" in the revision of
1967. Even more than the preceding chapters, it has a surface quality.
Often Underhill avoids mentioning names of individuals or events,
relying on gross generalizations. As a consequence, there is a certain
elementary quality to the book. As Frank Reeve said in his critical
review in the Mississippi Valley Historical Review, the book is entertaining
for·the general public but is not a reference book.?
Underhill omitted from The Navajos the major topic of religion, as
Leland Wyman pointed out in his review in the American Anthropologist.
Underhill also specialized in Native American religions, and she evidently saved the Navajo topic for her Red Man's Religion. Wyman also
7, Frank Reeve, Review of Underhill, The Navajos, in Mississippi Valley Historical
Review 43 (September 1956), 294-95,

254

NEW MEXICO HISTORICAL REVIEW

JULY 1993

Robert W. Young, preeminent authority on the Navajo language.
Photograph courtesy of Robert W.
Young.

pointed out that she neglected the peyote cult, Navajo language, and
Navajo values. 8
Underhill's concept of four Beginnings has serious flaws as a structure on which to build Navajo history. The wide range of events that
go into each Beginning are often diverse, unrelated, or sometimes
reduced in significance to fit the structure. Her approach does have
the advantage of providing an objective framework in which to relate
Navajo history. For instance, she avoids the pitfalls of bias against either
Navajo or Anglo. The reader will notice an absence of ethnic emphasis
in the concept.
For the centennial celebration of the Treaty of 1868, Robert W.
Young prepared a history based on his profound understanding of
Navajo culture. At the time an employee of the Bureau of Indian Affairs,
and relying on thirty years experience with the Navajo people, and on
old Navajo informants whose memory he plumbed, Young has, since
the 1930s, become the preeminent authority on the Navajo language.
The Gallup Independent published his history, which it set three columns
to a page. 9
Beginning with criticisms first, the book has a somewhat unusual
8. Leland Wyman, Review of Underhill, The Navajos, in American Anthropologist 60
(October 19~8), 952-53.
9. Robert W. Young, The Role of the Navajo in the Southwestern Drama (Gallup, New
Mexico: [Gallup] Independent, 1968).
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and misleading title, The Role of the Navajo in the Southwestern Drama.
(My first reaction was that it was about theater.) Much of his early
history quotes at great length from his sources, almost making some
sections of the work a documentary history. He reprints almost all of
Benavides' account, the first extensive description by the Spanish of
the Navajos.to Young uses no citations, and occasionally the reader
wonders what is the source of information. Also there are occasional
digressions: an extended account of Christopher Columbus, for instance. Unfortunately, he did not provide a table of contents or an
index. The book ends rather curiously. After the "Epilog," in which
Young apparently brought his history to a close, he returns to the prehistoric period and works his way in some kind of grand manner to a
conclusion, which he had already done. The book was not reviewed
in the professional journals.
Young relied on sources that are now unavailable or ignored. Apparently, he is the only one who has used Navajo Tribal Council Minutes, and he also made extensive use of the Navajo Agent Reports. He
has rendered an exhaustive archaeological account of the Anasazis and
Navajos, relying particularly on the researches of Florence Hawley Ellis
and Albert Schroeder, some of it unpublished. Although obviously a
great admirer of the Navajos, Young does plainly call them raiders in
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and he criticizes them for
opposing stock reduction in the 1930s, which has led to overgrazing
and the virtual destruction of the old Navajo way of life.
Young wrote before Frank McNitt, David Brugge, and J. Lee Correll
published their studies, which added an important new dimension to
the study ofthe Navajo past, although he was acquainted with their
work and knew a great deal about their findings. 11 He relied on the
10. Alonso de Benavides, Benavides' Memorial of 1630, trans. Peter P. Forrestal, ed,
Cyprian J. Lynch (Washington, D.C.: Academy of American Franciscan History, 1954).
11. Frank McNitt's two major works are The Navajo Wars: Military Campaigns, Slave
Raids and Reprisals '(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1972), and The Indian
Traders (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1962). At the time Young was preparing
his Navajo history, David Brugge and J. Lee Correll were working on the following:
David Brugge, Zarcillos Largos-Courageous Advocate of Peace (Window Rock, Arizona:
Research Section, Navajo Parks and Recreation, 1970); Brugge, Navajos in the Catholic
Church Records of New Mexico, 1694-1875 (Window Rock, Arizona: Research Section,
Navajo Parks and Recreation, 1968); Brugge, A History of the Chaco Navajo (Albuquerque,
New Mexico: National Park Service, 19(9); J. Lee Correll, Through White Men's Eyes: A
Contribution to Navajo History: A Chronological Record of the Navajo People from Earliest Times
to the Treaty of Jun~ 1, 1868, 6 vols. (Window Rock, Arizona: Navajo Times Publishing
Company, 1976); Correll, Sandoval-Traitor or Patriot? (Window Rock, Arizona: Research
Section, Navajo Parks and Recreation, 1970); Correll, Bai-a-lil-le, Medicine Man or Witch?

256

NEW MEXICO HISTORICAL REVIEW

JULY 1993

older, perhaps outdated, works of H. H. Bancroft and W. A. Keleher,
and the more recent book by Jack Forbes, Apache, Navaho, and Spaniard,
and Young accepts Forbes' thesis that the Navajos and Pueblos lived
peacefully until the Spanish entrada (pp. 9-11, 16-17,88).12 Young also
believes that the Navajos are an adaptable, flexible people who have
always experienced social change (pp. 6, 18, and 90), and who are now
passing through a social revolution. As the title of his book suggests,
Young depicts the Navajos as acting out a heroic drama on the great
stage of southwestern history.
Young has also written a political history of the Navajos.13 Once
again, Young had access to tribal council records and agency letter
books that historians have rarely used. Young's political history is
graced with many fine photographs and line drawings of Navajo life
and scenery. Again regrettably, he provided no index.
His searching for Navajo political origins is the most exhaustive
we have. Only an article by David Brugge, which calls attention to a
Naach'id or general conference of the Navajos in 1840, could be added
to his account. 14 Young points out that the Navajos had a loose sort of
democracy in which rugged individualism and personal freedom were
given the widest possible latitude. Navajo military power dominated
the Southwest for two centuries, even into the American period. They
retained their basic pattern of political organization essentially unchanged until the twentieth century; until the 1930s, whatever changes
took place in political organization the Navajos effected themselves. IS
Young believes that if the federal government had adopted the
recommendations of Special Indian Agent John Ward in 1868, at the
time of the return from the Bosque Redondo, that Navajo political
(Window Rock, Arizona: Research Section, Navajo Parks and Recreation, 1970); William
Lyon, "History Comes to the Navajos: A Review Essay," American Indian Culture and
Research Journal 11 (1987), 75-92.
12. Hubert Howe Bancroft, History of Arizona and New Mexico, 1530-1888 (San Francisco, California: History Co., 1889); William A. Keleher, Turmoil in New Mexico, 18461868 (Santa Fe, New Mexico: The Rydal Press, 1952). There are 280 pages out of 510 in
Keleher devoted to the Navajos. Jack D. Forbes, Apache, Navaho, and Spaniard (Norman:
University of Oklahoma Press, 1960); Lyon, "History Comes to the Navajos," 88-89.
13. Robert W. Young, A Political History of the Navajo Tribe (Tsaile, Arizona: Navajo
Community College Press, 1978). For a review of Young's book, see George Moses,
"Political Histories of the Navajos: A Review Essay," American Indian Culture and Research
Journal 5 (1981), 116-19. Here let it be noted that Young also wrote a substantial amount
of history for The Navajo Yearbook (Window Rock, Arizona: Navajo Agency, 1950-1961).
14. David Brugge, "Documentary Reference to a Navajo Naach'id in 1840," Ethnohistory 10 (Spring 1963), 186-88.
15. Young, Political History of the Navajo Tribe, 31-32.
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history would have been much less painful. Ward proposed that the
natural regional communities select three of its most respected members to serve on a council of headmen, and five leaders from that council
would compose the Principal Chiefs. Young believes that this idea fit
in well with Navajo political traditions, and is mindful of the chapter
system of the 1930s, which had a strong grass-roots support. 16
Young follows the Ward thesis as he surveys the post-Bosque
Redondo period. While the government agents theoretically had arbitrary powers, de facto, the headmen system continued to operate
according to Navajo traditions. Although the very first tribal council
meetings in 1922 were temporary, the regulations that established a
permanent council of 1923 produced a turning point in the history of
the Navajos. The council was not based on the traditional political
system, because it was centralized without recognition of local autonomy. Organization of the chapters beginning in 1927 somewhat remedied the failure to conform to Navajo polity, although they were not
integrated into the Navajo political structure until the 1950s. Even the
abortive constitution in 1937 failed to integrate the chapters into the
political system, but incorporated the land management districts that
the Soil Conservation Service had just recently established. The formation of a central tribal government, contrary to Navajo political
traditions, often created turmoil and controversy. By the early 1970s,
however, tribalism and self-determination were on the fair road to
success. By then order had been created out of chaos.
/
Thus, from 1938 to 1976, four historians composed six surveys of
Navajo life. Three of them-Van Valkenburgh, Underhill, and Youngproduced works inspired by the Bureau of Indian Affairs, and perhaps
more particularly by John Collier, who wanted the employees of the
Indian Service to understand and appreciate The People with whom
they worked, to better develop and administer Indian policies. A fourth,
Frank Reeve, worked independently. in a long series of articles. All
four belonged to the academic tradition. Reeve held a doctorate in
history and edited a major state historical journal. Van Valkenburgh
was trained as an anthropologist, but never received a degree. Underhill was a student of Franz Boas at Columbia University, a prolific
author writing on a wide range of subjects, but her fieldwork was
primarily with the Papagos. Young was trained as a linguist at the
University of New Mexico, and because of his close association with
the Navajos-he speaks Navajo like a Navajo-he became steeped in
16. Ibid., 36-39.
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archaeological, anthropological, and historical facts of Navajo existence.
After Reeve, Van Valkenburgh, Underhill, and Young, Navajo history shifted hands, from the academician to the layperson. Three of
the Navajo histories were composed by professional authors who wrote
for a living, and whose publications include a wide range of humanist
topics.
The first humanist for review is John Upton Terrell, who wrote
The Navajos: The Past and Present of a Great People in 1970. 17 The great
strength of this book is its readability, reflective of his earlier career as
a war correspondent and a Washington reporter. In a graceful, forceful,
and lucid style, Terrell adequately covers most of the various Navajo
historical topics. First among the historians, he devotes a chaptei to
religion, but not to Navajo social organization. The Navajo economy,
he points out, rested on hit-and-run raids. He labels Sandoval, chief
of the Enemy Navajos at Cebolleta, the "Benedict Arnold of the Navajos." Neither does he like the attempted imposition of Anglo Christianity on the Navajos. He also very much dislikes the Indian Bureau.
His strictures on the missionary and agent are tantamount to a diatribe.
Terrell expresses great admiration for the Navajos, but his tendency to polemic mars his account. His description of Pueblo impact
on Navajo culture is confused (chapter 4). He approves the policy of
John Collier to preserve and isolate Navajo culture, but overlooks the
fact that Collier was very unpopular with the Navajos. He misstates
the date for the formation of chapters by Agent John Hunter at Leupp,
and he misrepresents the actions of Secretary Harold Ickes in the drafting and rejection of a Navajo constitution.
The second humanist to consider is Jules Loh, who wrote a short
history entitled Lords of the Earth: A History of the Navajo Indians. 18 Loh
had worked for the Associated Press, and had contributed articles to
Sunday supplements, and to Saturday Review and Esquire. While researching this book, he lived with the Navajos on their reservation,
but he does not say for how long.
This superficial book might be described as a passing commentary
on Navajo history. Historical events are rather randomly selected. Loh
17. John Upton Terrell, The Navajos: The Past and Present of a Great People (New York:
Weybright and Talley, 1970). For biographical information on Terrell, see Ann Evory,
ed., Contemporary Authors, Volumes 29-32 (Detroit, Michigan: Gale Research Co., 1972),
694.

18. Jules Loh, Lords of the Earth: A History of the Navajo Indians (New York: CrowellCollier Press, 1971).
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writes in the spirit of the civil rights movement, in which he evidently
participated. He faults the Euro-Americans as always being the bad
guys-thieves, bigots, annihilators; and the Navajos he commends as
the good guys-raised like deer, lords of the earth, inhabiting a heaven
on earth, walking in beauty. The period after 1868 occupies only oneseventh of the text. Loh makes unnecessary excursions into non-Navajo
history-Indian removal from the Old Southwest, and his own childhood pastime of playing cowboys and Indians. Loh's sources are unnoted; he records no citations. If his bibliography is any indication, he
has largely based his account on his own intuitions.
The third humanist-historian to review is Raymond Friday Locke,
whose survey of Navajo culture and history is entitled The Book of the
Navajo (1976).19 Locke founded and edited Mankind, a popular history
journal dwelling on the genius and virtue of natural man. Locke also
has written on other Indians, and was a playwright. Although Locke
had connections with the literary community in southern California,
it is inexplicable why he should have dedicated his book to the French
authoress, Anals Nin. Somehow her Delta of Venus, which is candidly
presented as pornography, seems far removed from the Navajo lifestyle presented in Locke's book.
'Locke is one of the first historians to devote space to social organization, and to concentrate on Navajo religion. (Terrell had one chapter
on religion.) Locke was not the first to understand that Navajo myth
was their history (see comments on Ethelou Yazzie later in this essay),
but he synthesized a number of Navajo events and personalities from
myth that explained Navajo understanding of their past: the origin of
the Mexican people, the adventures of the Hero Twins,-the migration
of The People to Dinetah, stories about Coyote, and the progress of
the Insect People through the four underworlds.
Locke's extensive coverage of cultural elements is tantamount to
a tour de force, so much so that the history section after the Treaty of
1868 is slighted. He provided no footnotes and bibliography in the
book, and he added an index only in a 1980 reissue. The reader must
make an educated guess on what sources Locke used. He drew heavily
on Washington Matthews for legends, and from Kluckhohn and Leigh19. Raymond Friday Locke, The Book of the Navajo (Los Angeles: Mankind Publishing
Co.; 1976). Biographical information on Raymond Locke is difficult to find. The author
cursorily examined the journal Locke edited, Mankind, which lasted up to Volume 3
(February 1973). 1 also relied on a brief statement in the front of his Navajo history,
written by Ray Brandes, and also a letter of Ray Brandes to William Lyon, September
11, 1989.
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ton for "The Beautiful Rainbow of the Navajo." Locke is extremely
favorable to the Navajos, and unfriendly to the civilized Anglos, demonstrating a kind of "civilization corrupts" attitude. He does, however,
describe the Navajos before 1864 as raiders .
.The title of the book has a certain literary ring to it. One is tempted
to compare Locke's Book of the Navajo with the earlier Book of the Hopi
(1963) by Frank Waters. 20 The Hopi book's format and coverage resembles Locke-about three-fourths devoted to Hopi religion and culture,
and one-fourth devoted to history. The texts are, therefore, similar,
although Waters' is more inspirational. Locke undoubtedly used Waters
as a model.
So far, Anglo historians have been discussed in this article. What
of Navajos and their understanding and writing of history? Perhaps a
brief exposition of Navajo perception of history at this point would be
in order. 21
Navajos are not a history-composing or remembering people, at
least in the conventional Anglo scientific sense. That kind of history
is not a part of their ethos. When a Navajo dies, he should not be
remembered, lest his ghost return to make trouble. Navajos also believe
that if one thinks of unfortunate events, which are often a part of the
past, then unfortunate events will happen in the future. These two
beliefs alone would lay a heavy burden on a Navajo profession of
history. Even for people who are still alive, mention of their names
too often (and some names are kept a secret) runs the risk of hexing
the individual. Going to museums to view pottery or other prehistoric
artifacts may produce illness, such as headaches. The remedy for this
is to have Enemyway sung over the patient, but that is expensive.
Remembering the past to contemplate the future is undesirable anyway, since planning ahead is dangerous. The old Western aphorism
"A people who cannot remember their past are condemned to live it
over again" has no meaning to the traditional Navajo.
Older, traditional Navajo informants are often unreliable. They
believe that it is all right to answer the white man whether they know
the correct answer or not. As with any person's remembrance, Navajos
may also confuse different historical events in their memory. When
Ruth Roessel collected stories of the so-called "Long Walk," one of her
20. Frank Waters, Book of the Hopi (New York: The Viking Press, 1963).
21. My statements concerning Navajo history, or the lack of it, are based on my
experience with Navajo students in my Navajo Culture and History class at Northern
Arizona University, on Kluckhohn and Leighton (cited earlier), and on Ethelou Yazzie,
ed., Navajo History (Many Farms, Arizona: Navajo Community College Press, 1971).

WILLIAM H. LYON

261

infonnants confused the Spanish massacre of 1804 in Canyon del Muerto
with the march to Fort Sumner in 1864. 2i
The Navajos do not think in a linear, historical line of progress;
rather they engage in circular thinking. No new knowledge can be
created. Rather than change nature, they wish to establish harmony
with nature. New ways of doing things seem dangerous. They tend
to follow the old ways. Their concept of time is weak. They tend to
have a present-time orientation.
To the traditional Navajos, knowledge is not compartmentalized
into history, sociology, anthropology, even religion. How does one
acquire knowledge? Through the inspiration of seeing, thinking, and
performing, not through reading, or classroom experience, or some
method of formalized instruction. The medicine man masters ritual by
constant repetition. The ritual of ceremonies is the language of the
gods, unchangeable, permanent. Navajos are not used to tentative
knowledge, to pros and cons, thus and so, or maybe. It is difficult for
them to test a hypothesis.
And yet some factors favor history by the Navajos. To them the
.cosmos is in motion and process, a good basic premise to historical
consciousness. The Navajos also believe life evolved through the underworlds, and that Changing Woman repeatedly ages in the autumn
and winter and renews her life in the spring. Knowledge is valid; its
possession is a valuable asset. Language also transforms, affirming the
compulsive power of speech. Gladys Reichard wrote of the "compulsive word," the power of prayer. 23 Historical language might become
a powerful agent in Navajo life. Evolutionary ideas, an absolute belief
in knowledge, and the power of speech lend themselves to the development of historical awareness.
The Navajos do have mythical explanations of the past that differ
from the explanations of the white man. The Navajos were created in
the lower worlds, as were other forms of life, and their Place of Emergence is near Mt. Hesperus in Colorado. The Navajos emerged at the
center of the universe, the only people to do so. Nothing here about
migration across the Bering Straits, or a southward move from Lake
Athabasca. The fact that Navajos were also created out of the skin of
22. Ruth Roessel, Navajo Stories of the Long Walk Period (Tsaile, Arizona: Navajo
Community College Press, 1973), 188-94; Clifford Trafzer, The Kit Carson Campaign: The
Last Great Navajo War (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1982), 192-93, could not
verify a Navajo story of army atrocity in army records.
23. Gladys A. Reichard, Prayer: The Compulsive Word (New York: J. J. Augustin,
1944).
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Changing Woman in this, the Fifth World, and migrated east from
California or the Pacific Ocean should in no way invalidate the Emergence story in their mind. In a sense, the Navajos are one with the
Holy Beings of the underworld, who do not conform to Time and Place
in this world. The Navajos also have their own particular explanations
for the origin of the Mexicans, Hopis, and Paiutes. According to the
concept of Dine (the Navajos as The People), contacts with and the
history of other peoples are irrelevant or dangerous. They also have
an explanation for the lava beds lying south of Mt. Taylor. This is the
blood of the giant killed by one of the Hero Twins, Monster Slayer.
They have an explanation for the tail of the turkey being white-it was
touched and cleansed by the floodwaters as it escaped from the Third
World to the Fourth World. They know why the eyes of the coyote are
transparent; he had played a game with birds in which he tossed his
eyes up into the air, and the birds refused to help him recover them
but replaced them with pine gum. First Man and Coyote placed the
stars, the sun, and the moon in the sky. Talking God instructed them
how to make the first hogan.
This brief exposition shows that Navajos have geological and anthropological explanations for the past. Their history is the story of the
Beings' or Spirits' progress through the underworlds, of Changing
Woman, and her sons (perhaps twins) who kill the various monsters
so that life can survive, of the creation of the clans, and of the division
of the peoples into tribes.
This is the story told in the first, all-Navajo history publication,
edited by Ethelou Yazzie, issued by. the Rough Rock Demonstration
School in 1971, and which relies not on documentary evidence, but on
the oral testimony of various informants. 24 It is history as imagination,
the supernatural as natural, as reality. It is mythology as prehistory.
Simply titled, this is Navajo History as the Navajos understand it, not
as the anthropologist and historian understand it. If the Navajos think
about their past, then, they must approach it in a totally different
manner than the Anglo, and this raises many problems regarding what
the Navajos should be taught in the classroom, what their written
history should contain, and whether the gap between Anglo and Navajo history should or can be bridged.
Two high schools have grappled with the problem of whether to
view history through a Navajo or Anglo prism or a combination of
24. Yazzie, Navajo History, 15, 19, 21, 33, 59-62, 83.
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both. The Shiprock history prefers an Anglo version, and the Aneth
history prefers a combination.
The Shiprock history was first published in 1979, and began with
the year 1846, the coming of the Americans. In 1982 an additional
volume was produced covering the prehistory and Spanish-Mexican
periods. 25 The author of the two volumes is Bill Acrey, although the
first volume, which begins in 1846, was the work of the Basic Research
Committee consisting of Acrey, Linda Lloyd, Richard McMullin, Orion
Six, and a Navajo orthographer, Kenneth Begishe. The second volume
covering the prehistory and the Hispanic period was funded by Title
IV of the Indian Education Act.
Taking the second volume first, which covers the earlier period,
Acrey, who evidently is the sole author of this volume, relies on secondary sources, including general histories of New Mexico by Marc
Simmons, Warren Beck, and Lynn Perrigo, and even the Readers' Digest.
Acrey frequently cites the published documents of the Indian Claims
Commission. 26 This volume· has a few illustrations and maps, and many
drawings by Orelando C. Joe. The book is footnoted, has a bibliography
(both of which are sometimes sloppy), and an index:
Acrey also cites Jack Forbes and Albert Schroeder, which perhaps
signifies a balanced interpretation, since Forbes disagrees with Schroeder on Navajo arrival in the Southwest. 27 Acrey tends to present various
points of view without passing judgment. For instance, in his treatment
of Navajo-Spanish relations, Acrey says: "When the situation in New
Mexico is viewed in this light [the conflict of two completely different
cultures], it is easy to understand the continual raids made by Navajo
bands against the Spaniards or their Pueblo allies. It is just as easy to
understand the Spanish retaliatory campaigns into Navajo country."
The companion volume, covering the later years from 1846 to the
present, also relies on general texts but with a significant admixture of
25. Bill P. Acrey, Navajo History: The Land and Its People (Shiprock, New Mexico:
Central Consolidated School District No. 22, 1979); Acrey, Navajo History to 1846 (Shiprock, New Mexico: Central Consolidated School District No. 22, 1982). .
26. The Indian Claims Commission Reports are: Myra Ellen Jenkins and Ward Alan
Minge, "Navajo Activities Affecting the Acoma-Laguna Area, 1746-1910," Indian Claims
Commission, Joint Exhibit No. 530, Docket No. 229; Florence Hawley Ellis, Navajo Indians
I: An Anthropological Study of the Navajo Indians (New York: Garland Publishing, 1974);
Norman Littell, "Proposed Findings of Fact in Behalf of the Navajo Tribe of Indians in
Area of the Overall Navajo Claim," Docket 229, Volumes 1-6 (Window Rock, New
Mexico: The Navajo Tribe, 1967).
27. Forbes, Apache, Navajo, and Spaniard, xiv-xxiii. Though Forbes disagrees with
Schroeder, he fails to cite him. See Albert H. Schroeder, "Navajo and Apache Relationships West of the Rio Grande," EI Palacio 70 (Autumn 1963), 5-20..
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documentary sources. It uses some reports of the Commissioner of
Indian Affairs and of the Superintendents (pp. 188, 223), and its use
of the Historical Calendar, compiled by J. Lee Correll and not generally
available, adds an important dimension to the history. (The calendar
is cited in the footnotes, but not in the bibliography.) Not the least of
its merits is that it provides a synthesis utilizing hitherto unused sources.
Navajo History: The Land and Its People is profusely illustrated by
photographs, maps, and charts. Several of the maps are superb, such
as the ones identifying the routes on the walk to Fort Sumner (p. 46)
and reservation expansion (pp. 79, 86, 91, 98, 99, 113, 158, 163). The
book is footnoted, has a bibliography, an appendix with the AngloNavajo treaties, and a serviceable index (and a few egregious typos).
High school students at Shiprock may have difficulty comprehending
this rather complex subject, written in a drab literary style.
While the Americans have much to answer for, this history is
probably evenhanded. Acrey states, for instance, that failure to stem
the slave trade of Navajos led to the failure of peace in the 1850s, as
provided in the Treaty of Ojo del Oso in 1846 (p. 9). And yet it is quite
plain to the reader that the Navajos were also slaveholders (p. 97). The
book concentrates on the Anglo-Navajo treaties, reprinting them in
the appendixes, and devotes two chapters to the agents of the nineteenth century. Contrary to Navajo traditional beliefs, Acrey recognized
overgrazing as a legitimate problem (pp. 225,227-28). The last chapters
deal with the development of tribal government and contemporary
problems.
In spite of his use of general texts, Acrey does occasionally rely
on more specialized studies. He presents the thesis of Frank Reeve in
"The Navajo-Spanish Peace, 1720s to 1770s," that hostile relations were
not interminable (pp. 85-95). But Acrey's coverage of the late eighteenth century is flawed. He misrepresents the Dominguez-Escalante
Expedition of 1776 (pp. 98-99). The period from 1775 to 1805 has some
strange omissions (pp. 99-107). For instance, he fails to describe the
role of Governor Juan Bautista de Anza, except to print his full-page
picture. The reader might well ponder why he is pictured there. Also
the Navajo attack onCebolleta is not described. This is strange in view
of the concentration on other less well known details.
The Aneth history is written from the Utah perspective, and was
prepared under the auspices of the American West Center at the University of Utah. 28 (Funding was provided by Weber State College, the
28. Clyde Benally et al., Dineji' Nakee' Naahane', A Utah Navajo History (Monticello,
Utah: San Juan School District, 1982).
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Utah State Board of Education, the Utah Navajo Development Council,
and the San Juan School District at Aneth.) Clyde Benally is the author,
but evidently Andrew O. Wiget, John R. Alley, and Garry Blake are at
least coauthors, with Floyd O'Neil acting as a consultant. The first five
chapters are devoted to Navajo religion and legend as history, and in
the remaining seven historical chapters, one section is devoted to Navajo Utah history.
The volume employs Navajo names and phrases, but the' translations of the chapter titles are not always direct. ("Keyah Sani" would
be "Old Homeland" rather than "The Search for Dinetah.") Readers
are treated to a wide and unusual selection of photographs. Diagrams
and symbols abound, and maps evidently prepared for this volume
are supplied. The Treaty of 1868 is reprinted in the appendix. Unique
to this history are Navajo songs, which, oddly, are the only information
with a citation. The short bibliographical essays on each chapter are
rather imprecise, and also indicate a reliance on the secondary works
of Underhill, Terrell, Young, Downs, and Dobyns and Euler. There is
no index.
The first four chapters rely on works by Mary Wheelwright, Charlotte Frisbie, Leland Wyman, Washington Matthews, and Father Berard
Haile, and tell the Navajo religious legends as prehistory-the mythical
but "true" story of Navajo origins. Tales from several different chants
are combined and synthesized. Songs are quoted. Navajos learn why
turkey feathers have white tips, how hoops can be used to slough off
illness or evil, why snakes should be feared or avoided, how Talking
God is concerned for The People's welfare, how balance in human life
is greatly desired.
Although the authors refer to the Athabascan migration down the
eastern slope of the Rockies, they prefer (using such phrases as "more
likely," "may") a version in which the Navajos split off from the Apacheans in Wyoming and migrate down through the Great Salt Lake to
Moab and then to the Four Corners area. This emphasizes the Aneth
or Utah area, where the student readers of this book presumably reside.
The authors also favor a pre-fifteenth-century occupation of Dine Bekeyah, the original Navajo homeland, which perhaps archaeological
evidence does not yet justify.
Benally and one of his fellow authors, John R. Alley, state that the
Navajos lived near Pueblo country when Coronado first arrived in 1539,
and that Navajos observed the Spanish conquistador from the hilltops.
The chroniclers of the Coronado expedition did not record meeting or
seeing any Navajos, unless they were the Querechos east of the Rio
Grande, a debatable proposition. The Benally-Alley text follows the
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thesis of Jack Forbes that the Indians of the Southwest were peaceful
until the entrada of the Spanish, which caused the Navajos to attack
the Pueblos. To Forbes-and to Benally-Alley-the Native American
lived a kind of utopian existence until the greedy, oppressive, and
warlike European appeared on the scene. 29 The Utah authors see the
squabbling Spanish missionaries and soldiers in league with each other
more than France V. Scholes would probably admit. 30 The authors have
also followed Frank McNitt, The Navajo Wars 3 ! by declaring that the
Navajosraided primarily as a retribution for slave taking by the Pueblo
and Hispanic (pp. 71, 75, 94-97, 103, 104, 109). They do not recognize
economic motives for raiding, such as economic subsistence or acquisition of greater wealth. Surely the authors err in saying that the Spanish furnished the Navajos with guns (p. 73)--sheep and horses certainly,
but not guns. One other McNitt concept-"The Fearing"-which-he
placed in the 1850s under the Americans,32 is instead located by BenallyAlley in the period 1770-1846 under the Spanish and Mexicans, and
the facts in their chapter do not justify the choice of chapter title or
the transfer of the McNitt concept to another era.
Not surprisingly, the Americans are little better characters than
the Spaniards. The murder of Narbona by members of the Washington
Reconnaissance is justly condemned. The more militant and unforgiving Manuelito emerges as the greatest leader. The authors use the
expression "The Long Walk" for Hweeldi (Bosque Redondo), which
expression McNitt studiously avoids since it was not in use at the time
of the march to eastern New Mexico. 33
But perhaps the Americans do not come off so badly after all. The
best term to describe the Navajo-American relationship is ambivalent.
Benally and his coauthors approve irrigation and water conservation,
but note that Navajos were angered by it (p. 171). They question compulsory attendance at schools, but sanction education (they do not
want to criticize the institution that will use this book). Sheep reduction
in the 1930s was shameful but probably was necessary. Navajos are
one in culture and politics, but also have divisions within their ranks.
Never is this ambivalence so clearly expressed as in this paragraph:
29. Forbes, xiv-xxiii, 24-28, 108-9,177-285.
30. France V. Scholes, "Church and State in New Mexico," New Mexico Historical
Review 11 (October 1936), 9-76.
31. McNitt, Navajo Wars, 12.
32. Ibid., 385-409.
33. Frank McNitt, "The Long March: 1863-1867," in Albert Schroeder, ed., The
Changing Ways of Southwestern Indians (Glorietta, New Mexico: Rio Grande Press, 1973),
145-70.
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In spite of what the enemy [the Americans] said, the Navajos
were not a warlike people. Most of them lived quietly, raising sheep
and horses, growing crops, hunting game, and gathering plants.
War would continue, though, until the enemy would also keep
the peace and honor the Navajos' right to live their own lives. The
only other choice was war, until one side or the other was completely defeated. Unfortunately that was the choice the Americans
made. 34
In other words the Navajos were peaceful people, but would force
the Americans to keep the peace by going to war, which the Americans
instigated, 'until the Navajos were defeated and the Americans respected Navajo political and cultural sovereignty.
The authors treat Bai'ililii (Correll spells it Bai-a-lil-Ie) in a very
curious way.35 He was a Utah Navajo who needed to be emphasized
for the students who will read this book (pp. 170-74). The authors
barely mention the fact that he practiced witchcraft, had unjustly refused to sing a chant over a dying man, had threatened to kill Agent
William Shelton, and that Navajos generally feared him as a troublemaker and a supernatural practitioner. Instead, the authors say that
his opposition to the establishment of a school systemin the Aneth
area led to the tragic killings and illegal imprisonment that followed
his confrontation with the U.S. military. (Many Navajos were not opposed to the intervention of the military.) Perhaps Bai'ililii is not as
favorable a character as the authors depict.
Navajo history authors fall into three categories: academic anthropologists, lay scholars, and Navajo scholars (though not always Navajo
ethnically). The last history of the Navajos (under present review)
returns to the academic, and combines the talents of Garrick Bailey,
an ethnohistorian at the University of Tulsa, and of Roberta Glenn
Bailey, a historian. In 1986 they published A History of the Navajos: The
Reservation Years. 36 As the subtitle suggests, the book does not completely cover Navajo history; it begins in 1868. It has two other limitations as well. It is really an economic history with lots of statistical
data; and social, political, and religious history are slighted or ignored.
The book emphasizes the eastern (or New Mexico) Navajos where the
Baileys have done their fieldwork. They rely on their field notes of the
1970s, and also on Farmington newspapers. As an example of this
34. Benally et aI., Dineji' Nakee' Naahane',
35. Correll, Bai-a-lil-le.
36. Garrick Bailey and Roberta Glenn Bailey, A History of the Navajos: The Reservation
Years (Santa Fe, New Mexico: School of American Research, 1986).
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emphasis, the Navajo-Hopi boundary controversy in the western reservation is not mentioned at all.
Many of their sources are standard secondary sources, although
they have plumbed the Navajo agents' reports from 1868 to 1936. The
figures that they have gleaned from· these reports are often unreliable.
They made no assessment of the accuracy of the data. They believe
the Collier policies of the 1930s had a great impact, a point of view
questioned by Donald Parman. 37
.
Bailey and Bailey have laid the foundation for a study of Navajo
economic development. Their analysis of trade is an important contribution. They have discerned a drought-induced depression in the
1890s, and a market-oriented recovery, sparked by American consumer
demand, in the early 1900s. As economic historians they realistically
view overgrazing, stating that sheep culture is declining as the ranges
are destroyed.
Their thesis combines economic and social elements. As sheep
husbandry declines and reliable wage labor takes its place, the extended
family, which has always acted as a restraint upon young Navajos, will
decline, and Navajo culture will vanish with it. Buried in their data
and in their complicated notational system, this is a challenging, courageous thesis.
To conclude this review of the Navajo histories, they all focus on
special topic or time periods, and do not examine all the Navajo literature. The anthropologist as historian is highly selective even of the
anthropological literature. The layperson as historian looks for something mystical, and his sources are even more limited. The Navajo as
historian is unable to resolve the dilemma between Navajo and Anglo
perceptions of history, and so far have written for secondary level
readers. For historians, Frank Reeve, whose history is scattered through
the issues of the New Mexico Historical Review over more than thirty
years, is a special case. He reflects the methods and concerns of historians that are not found in other histories. If his methodology could
be combined with the insights of a Robert Young, we would have a
comprehensive history. It is strange indeed that professionally trained
historians of the survey method have not entered the field in larger
numbers, either because they lack initiative or because publishers are
indifferent or opposed to their labors.

37. Donald L. Parman, The Navajos and the New Deal (New Haven, Connecticut: Yale
University Press, 1976), 290-96.

